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Back in the early days of the hobby tabletop roleplaying games came in the form of books or small booklets, sometimes as part of a boxed set. With the advent of the internet there came another way of distributing tabletop RPG material and pretty quickly the Portable Document Format (PDF) became the norm. And even though it’s often uncomfortable to read PDFs in a portrait format on a screen which is in a landscape format, the vast majority of PDF roleplaying game products pretty much look like their book counterparts. This makes it easier for the customer to print them themselves and it also allows the publisher to use the print layout as a basis for the digital release. And of course there are countless products which are only available digitally usually in a PDF format as well.




Curiously when it comes to reading roleplaying games on a screen other formats would make much more sense. But often these alternatives comes with other problems. The artwork and layout of a roleplaying game product are an important aspect as much as the text itself, sometimes even more when it comes to first impressions and purchase decisions. The various ebook formats could be a viable alternative, but I’ve only seen very few publishers go down that route and usually they offer regular PDFs as well. The drawback of the ebook formats like EPUB or MOBI is that they work great for text on all screen sizes, formats and devices but you can’t have fancy layouts and artworks. These formats are also not a good choice if you want your customers to allow to print stuff.




So aside from the traditional printed books, PDFs have become the de-facto standard in the roleplaying game industry. But recently there has been another development. Some publishers have offered their products as a part of a web-based service. Websites can be as fancy as print products nowadays, but they are much more easy to read on a screen, can be dynamically adjusted to many screen sizes and can even add features like a dice roller, character creation tools, or even a fully fledged virtual tabletops. But (and this is a big but with a capital B) printing is usually not a viable option and you can’t keep a backup of these online services on your device. They are services after all. You are totally at the whim of the publisher. If they decide to shut down the service, you probably can’t play anymore. If they decide to change the mechanics of the game, the older version which you might have preferred, is gone. These services also often come with a monthly recurring fee. The good old times, where you just needed a book, a couple of dice, pencils and papers, are gone. And if the publisher pulls the plug or closes its doors, your beloved game is not accessible anymore. Sure, that happens with online video games all the time, but it’s not something we TTRPG fans are used to.




Why do I bring this issue up now? It’s because I think we are seeing the first hints at a new trend in our hobby. During the pandemic many people switched from playing at a table to online play. This of course made VTTs much more popular. When playing using a VTT having game rules in a easily read format for a computer or mobile device screen is important. So it makes sense for the VTT service to offer rules and setting material as part of their platform. This has going on for quite some time now. Roll20, Fantasy Grounds and others have partnered with RPG publishers for years at this point. D&D Beyond has recently been purchased by Wizards of the Coast and they’ll also release their own VTT in the future. Roll20 has recently partnered with OneBookShelf (the company behind DriveThruRPG). This is not necessarily a bad thing, but there’s the risk that publishers will follow WotC’s model and not release PDFs anymore. In the long run we might even see an end of printed TTRPG book. 




Is it all doom and gloom at this point? Of course not. At this point most TTRPGs are available in PDF format, in print, or both. Many publishers even throw in a PDF for free if you buy a hardcopy of the rules. But some of the major players in the industry (like Hasbro’s WotC) are already looking for ways to control their products more tighly (see the recent OGL kerfuffle for a good example) and prevent them from being “undermonetized”. Switching from a traditional model with printed books and PDFs to online services helps with that. 




What are your thoughts on this topic? Am I onto something here or are my fears totally unfounded? Please share your thoughts below.
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						Stargazer

						Michael Wolf is a German games designer and enthusiast best known for his English language role-playing games blog, Stargazer's World, and for creating the free rules-light medieval fantasy adventure game Warrior, Rogue & Mage. He has also worked as an English translator on the German-language Dungeonslayers role-playing game and was part of its editorial team.
In addition to his work on Warrior, Rogue & Mage and Dungeonslayers, he has created several self-published games and also performed layout services and published other independent role-playing games such as A Wanderer's Romance, Badass, and the Wyrm System derivative Resolute, Adventurer & Genius, all released through his imprint Stargazer Games.
Professionally, he works as a video technician and information technologies specialist. Stargazer's World was started by Michael in August 2008.
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						Timothy S. Brannan says:		

		
		
			August 11, 2023 at 17:22		


		Books will always be available because the demand for printed books is still high. However, I am not 100% sure that the actual sales meet the spoken demand for them.

If one company decides to go a 100% digital route, I am sure other publishers will swoop in to fill the need for physical books.

One thing I am certain of is that we will see all publishers trying a lot of different distribution methods over the next few years.  I am also just as certain that I am still going to need to buy more bookshelves for RPG books.


		Reply

				

				


			
						
		
	
				
		
		
		
		Leave a Reply Cancel reply
Your email address will not be published. Required fields are marked *
Comment * 
Name * 

Email * 

Website 

 



Δ

	

	This site uses Akismet to reduce spam. Learn how your comment data is processed.


				
			

			
		
	
		




				

			
	
		

	

	
	
	
					
				
		
				
			
													
				
								
Friends & Affliations



















		
				

				
												


		
	
				
					
						
			
				Expand Menu
			
				News & ReviewsToggle Child Menu
	Reviews & First Looks
	Site News
	Interview



	Patreon Patrons
	Freebies
	AdviceToggle Child Menu
	Ask The Readers
	Ask The Stargazer



	Featured
	Random Post!


		
					

				
		
			
			
				
			
				
				
					
										
					
													Stargazer's World © 2024. All Rights Reserved.

											

					
										
				

				
					
												
	

									

			
			


		


	
	




	
				










	
	
